Geographical research about children need not, of course, focus on their direct experience of the world. That it continues to do so reflects the influence since the early 1990s of the 'new social studies of childhood' (NSSC). Axiomatic to this approach is the assertion that children are social actors, engaging with the world around them. This has prescribed not only the subject matter of research (children's engagements with the world), but also the methodological approach. Children-centred research methods are advocated, which treat children as competent informants and seek to understand the world from their perspectives. This is regarded not simply as an effective way of uncovering children's lives, but also an ethical imperative. At a time when social constructivist social science was decentring the subject, NSSC was preoccupied with recovering children's agency, rendering any questioning of children's autonomous subjecthood potentially heretical (Prout 2005) .
Under the new methodological orthodoxy, the 'child as sage ' (McNeish and Gill 2006:5) is assisted to reveal what they know of the world through research tools aimed at eliciting or supplementing their verbal accounts. Visual methods such as drawing and photography are popular but tend to focus attention -of children and researchers -on the proximate material environment, leaving relations with unobserved places unexplored (Ansell and van Blerk 2005) . Often participatory methods are adopted, as these are deemed to maximise children's agency in the research process. Yet it is increasingly recognised that in '[f]orefronting contextualized knowledge and personal experiences, participatory research and practice has necessarily placed an emphasis upon the local, often failing to theorize connections to broader social processes' (Cahill and Hart 2006:ii) .
Recently NSSC has been subjected to critique. Alan Prout (2005) argues it was inserted into modernist sociology where, alongside celebrating children's subjectivity, it incorporated the dualisms of Enlightenment thought: child/adult, local/global, concrete/abstract, agency/structure. Some geographers have attempted to reconcile or undermine dualistic thinking: for instance Holloway and Valentine (2000b) in their critique of Theorising childhood (James et al 1998 ), or Katz' (2004 interweaving of descriptions of children's everyday lives with political-economic analysis of globalisation in Growing up global. Nonetheless, work within the NSSC paradigm has predominantly emphasised agency over structure, concrete over abstract and local over global. In most 'childrencentred' studies, structural processes and abstract themes (for instance, 'social justice'), on which young children cannot speak directly, are generally neglected.
Too often local, concrete and agency are conflated into an acceptable focus for research, in opposition to a global, abstract or structuralist perspective that is viewed with suspicion as too 'distant' from real children. Significantly for this paper, although Aitken (2004:580) advises:
'Interpretive lenses that focus simultaneously on local and global representations and lived experiences enable a more comprehensive analysis', this is seldom attempted. While the local is admired as the scale of experience and the everyday, any notion of a 'global' or 'universal' child is condemned as a 'sterile concept' (Matthews and Limb 1999) or 'hollow category' (Aitken 2001b:122) .
Global discourses of childhood are considered 'dangerous' (Pain 2004) because they presume a false commonality of experience. It is certainly true that worldwide there are 'vastly different understandings of what it is to be young' (Ruddick 2003:357) , and the export of policies and practices that assume universal experience, or aspire to globalise a middle-class Western ideal of childhood, has had problematic consequences (Aitken et al 2006) . The deconstruction of such discursive manoeuvres is valuable. However, there is also a need for more research that seeks to uncover the globally widespread impacts of many aspects of globalisation (as, for instance, that undertaken by Katz (2004 ), Mitchell (2003 , Roberts (1998) and Ruddick (2003) ) rather than retreating from global to local.
Although NSSC still dominates children's geographies, in recent years, some geographers have stepped outside this paradigm and begun to engage with children's embodiment, emotional geographies and with non-representational theory (e.g. Horton and Kraftl 2006b; Jones 2005; Philo 2003) . Even these studies, however, remain concerned with intimate geographies -the everyday, minute, 'closest in'. The notion that ''spaces' are encountered in and through embodiment, in and through practices, in and through particularly located everyday lives ' (Horton and Kraftl 2006b:85) reinforces concern with the concrete and local and with children's everyday experiences. Broadly, this work celebrates the 'local' side of the dualisms: body and emotion over mind and reason. However, I
will return to it in section IV to explore how it might help shed light on children's wider geographies.
III: Scale theory and children's geographies
While most research in children's geographies is focused on the local, a number of scholars have explicitly employed conceptualisations of scale in order to make sense of children's lives and their relationship to wider processes. Jennings et al (2006) , for instance, show how children's work is understood very differently when examined at household, community, state or global scales. In so doing, they approach scales as relational, yet pre-existing, levels inscribing different sets of social processes. Roberts (1998:4) , by contrast, shows how children's work stretches across scales 'as the hands of child workers touch (make produce) the products touched (eaten, used, played with, consumed) by other children and adults half a world away'. These are but two ways of employing scalar framings, and reveal some of the ambiguities of scale theory.
Geographical interest in scale has expanded dramatically since the 1980s, as political and economic geographers have sought to understand heightened levels of global interdependency. At stake for many was a political challenge: how might 'locally situated' political actors achieve change in relation to 'large-scale' economic transformations (Cox 1998b; Swyngedouw 1997) . Feminist economic geographers have dislodged scale theory from its focus on capitalist production to illuminate the scalar relations of social reproduction and consumption (Marston 2000) . While the principal interest has been on the global-local nexus, there is growing recognition of more intimate scales of home and body, and the importance of culture and emotion (Blunt 1999; Marston 2000) .
Critical consideration of the concept can be traced to the work of Taylor (1982) who, in developing his 'political economy of scale', recognised that scale is not a natural phenomenon that pre-exists society. Theoretically, most scale analysis is founded on Lefebvre's conceptualisation of the dialectical production of space and society (Collinge 2005) . It is now broadly accepted that scale is not a 'preordained hierarchical framework for ordering the world' (Marston 2000:220), but rather is socially constructed. This can be seen in relation, for instance, to the 'national scale' which is clearly a product of particular historical circumstances. However, while scales are not ontologically preordained, this need not imply scale has no material existence. For Cox (1998a:43-44) , for example, 'Like space … scale is constituted by, but is not reducible to, objects'.
While there are others (Jones 1998; Marston et al 2005) who dispute scale's ontological status, scales are certainly used epistemologically, as 'mental devices for ordering the world ' (Herod and Wright 2002:5) . This ordering may take place through metaphors, perhaps the most common being a set of Russian Matryoshka dolls wherein 'each constituent doll and each constituent scale is separate and distinct and can be considered on its own, but the piece as a whole is only complete with each doll/scale nesting together, such that the dolls and scales fit together in one and only one way ' (Herod and Wright 2002:7) . Although this model is adopted in many formal organisational diagrams, and affects the enactment of political and social relations, its implication that scales correspond to fixed, clearly defined, bounded areal units fails to describe or explain how scales are constructed and experienced.
Apart from these pictorial metaphors, Howitt (2002) has categorised approaches to scale in terms of three facets: size, level and relation. Understanding scale as size (sometimes termed horizontal scale) relates to spatial extent: the global is larger than the local and contains many locals. Scale as level (or vertical scale) relates to the level at which processes operate, each scale in a nested hierarchy subsuming the layers below (local subsidiary to national subsidiary to global). Scale as relation There have been three key developments in thinking about scale that potentially challenge the microscale focus of children's geographies: first, a shift from viewing scale in terms of hierarchically arranged bounded areal units towards a network metaphor in which scales interpenetrate; second, related attempts to destabilise the dualistic association of local and global with concrete and abstract or agency and structure; and third, recent calls to abandon the concept of scale entirely and replace it with a 'flat' ontology. The first two have already influenced research in children's geographies, as outlined below. The potential of the third is explored in later sections of this paper.
1: A network concept of scale
As suggested above, to think of scales as self-contained territorial units is unhelpful. Massey (1993:155) argues that instead of bounded territories, 'we need to conceptualize space as constructed out of interrelations, as the simultaneous coexistence of social interrelations and interactions at all spatial scales, from the most local level to the most global'. Any point in space is a node in a network of relationships, impacted by and impacting on events both near and far. These 'networks span space rather than covering it, transgressing the boundaries that separate and define … political entities' 
2: Dissociating global/local from abstract/concrete
A second preoccupation of scale analysts has been the dualistic relationship between local and global and its conflation with concrete and abstract. Gibson-Graham (2002:27) describes it thus: 'Globalism is synonymous with abstract space, the frictionless movement of money and commodities, the expansiveness and inventiveness of capitalism and the market. But its Other, localism, is coded as place, community, defensiveness, bounded identity, in situ labor, noncapitalism, the traditional'. This children's use of the internet, they seek to destabilise these dualisms. Like many researchers, they do so by focusing on the particularity of the global, with minimal discussion of the abstract, universal or structural. Rather than seek out abstract processes/ structures that affect children's lives, they explore children's concrete relations with 'wider society'. Children's relations to distant places through use of the internet are shown to be merely an aspect of everyday life, little different from their relationship with events within the home or school.
The idea that local/global, concrete/abstract, agency/structure can be disconnected in this way is, however problematic. While some research has demonstrated that children can relate to distant ('global') places in concrete ways, most studies of globalisation and childhood adopt an abstract, often structuralist approach (e.g. Roberts 1998; Ruddick 2003) . Even Katz' 'countertopographies' largely juxtapose concrete (local) outcomes with abstract (global) causes. Marston et al (2005) developed what they describe as a 'flat' ontology, rejecting entirely the concept of scale, in part because they consider it impossible to retain a local/global distinction that is not firmly tied to other binaries. They note:
'the difficulty if not the impossibility of disentangling scalar hierarchies from … the micromacro distinction in social analysis … Nor are local and global easily separated from agency and structure, in which subjectively experienced and individually felt thoughts, feelings and actions are held opposed to and to be integrated with objective, broadly operating social forces, relations and processes … there seem to be no end of examples in which economic macro-isms are articulated alongside their attendant 'global spaces', while (minor?
reproductive?) social practices are cordoned off in their respective localities (or even homes)' (p.421)
3: Flattening space?
This raises the question of whether a flat ontology might be useful in reconnecting children's geographies with extra-local processes beyond direct concrete relationships. Marston et al's (2005) critique of scale rests on the difficulty of maintaining a distinction between scale as size and as level, thereby rendering any (albeit horizontal) conception of scale hierarchical; the difficulty of disentangling scalar hierarchies from the micro-macro distinction; the tendency for researchers to take scale as a conceptual given, on which to construct explanations; and the paradox of undertaking self-reflexive, situated, 'global' research. The alternative they propose is 'materialist but poststructuralist and nondialectical' (Jones et al 2007:264) , and accounts for socio-spatiality through Schatzki's notion of a social site, defined as 'the context, or wider expanse of phenomena, in and as part of which humans coexist' (Schatzki 2002 :146-7, cited in Marston et al 2005 . This requires no ''outside over there' that, in turn, hails a 'higher' spatial category' and no 'prior, static conceptual categories' but gives 'sustained attention to the intimate and divergent relations between bodies, objects, orders and spaces' (Marston et al 2005:424-425) .
The idea of a 'human geography without scale' has attracted numerous objections. Among the more persuasive is that, as an organising principle of actually existing political and economic systems, scale does have material impacts, albeit not totally constraining, and these bear scrutiny (Hoefle 2006; Mahon 2006) . Secondly, 'scalar concepts are fundamental to the organization and presentation of human-geographical narrative' (Jonas 2006:399) . Having long operated with a worldview that treats scale as commonsense, we cannot meaningfully engage with existing scholarship unaware of the impacts and limitations posed by a scalar imaginary. I am not advocating in this paper an excision of scale from geography, but suggest that flat ontology offers some useful insights for children's geographies. Particularly valuable are the focus on the materiality of socio-spatiality, and on avoiding the transcendental and abstract associations of the global that make it hard to study on the same empirical plain as children's everyday lives.
While Marston et al draw principally on Schatzki and Deleuze, they also acknowledge a debt to Latour's actor-network theory which also proposes a flat ontology and offers a clearer recipe for the uncoupling of global/abstract from local/concrete. Contra Massey, Latour (2005) conflates 'structure' with 'global' and 'interaction' with 'local', but seeks to destabilise the opposition between these two pairings. He is critical of the term 'social' being used 'to designate two entirely different types of phenomena [sic] : one of them is the local, face-to-face, naked, unequipped, and dynamic interactions; and the other is a sort of specific force that is supposed to explain why those same temporary faceto-face interactions could become far-reaching and durable' (Latour 2005:65) , and suggests that social sciences have become caught in 'a painful oscillation between two opposite poles, one more structural and the other more pragmatic' (Latour 2005:168) . Rather than reduce the global to another form of interaction, however, he seeks to undermine both poles.
Unlike the geographers cited above, Latour does not simply see both local and global as indistinguishably concrete. Rather, he argues that 'the notion of a local interaction has just as little reality as global structure' (Latour 2005:203) : 'if 'structure' is an abstraction, so is interaction! If one is more real and concrete, so is the other' (Latour 2005:168) . This view of local interaction is based on the premise that 'Action is not done under the full control of consciousness' (Latour 2005:44) . Latour contrasts 'the hidden action of some invisible structure -at which point, nobody in particular was doing any action' with an equally improbably view of fully centred and self-aware individual human actors (Latour 2005:205-206) .
There is, then, no a priori distinction between global and local, although some places are more connected to other places and some connections become more durable (Latour 2005) . These connections do not flow across a frictionless plain (Marston et al 2005) , and I argue below that the frictions of distance and of entrenched practices shape children's engagement with the world.
My reason for bringing flat ontology and actor-network theory into association with children's geographies is not a belief that they represent unproblematic social theory for framing research in this field, but because they might point to ways of addressing the difficulties children's geographers have had in looking beyond children's immediate environments to things that affect children's lives; difficulties that have not been fully resolved by the engagements with scale theory discussed above.
The idea is to employ them to investigate whether and how children's geographies might be explored differently. Moreover, their application to the lives of children might raise new questions for geographical theorisations of scale.
IV: A child-centred material spatial ontology
This section begins tentatively to investigate what happens to the scaling of children's geographies if children are seen as nodes of material connections to places near and far -nodes that are embodied, perceiving, acting, expressing, connected with other humans and with objects, both natural and social beings, but not fully-aware autonomous agents. To do so it draws on a growing body of work in children's geographies that, in reconsidering subjectivities, stresses the significance embodiment and the limits to individualised agency. 
(De)scaling perceptual space: intimacy and distance
In exploring the 'geography closest in', geographers increasingly recognise that sensory experience is fundamental to engagement with space (Harrison 2000). Our senses and sensations, perceptual and kinaesthetic, enable, but pose physical limitations on, our encounters with the world: taste and touch require immediate proximity; sight and hearing allow access to perceptual information from somewhat further afield, although barriers intervene, and resolution declines with distance.
Biophysical processes connect us to our most proximate environments in more visceral, intimate ways than to more distant places. That which is perceived through touch or taste is known more intimately than that which is merely smelt, seen or heard.
2 However, 'The problem with 'the geography closest in' metaphor is that it suggests an expansion of self-awareness in a relatively limited linear progression away from the body … a problematic metaphor of reaching out from the self to a series of different spatial scales' (Aitken 2001a:65) . However, children's engagement with space is neither purely biophysical nor individualised.
Children always engage with space as simultaneously natural and social beings. Aitken draws on
Winnicott's object relations theory to understand the sociality of their earliest encounters with the world. For Winnicott, object relations refer to 'both the conscious and unconscious relations that people have with places, environments and other people' (Aitken 2001a:111) . Children never exist apart from the objects that surround them. Newborn infants have no conception of themselves as bounded, distanced or alienated from their environment. Their senses introduce them to a fundamentally social world; their earliest perceptual space may be their caregiver. Gradually a space of 'transition', comprising objects (bunnies, security blankets) with which they form highly charged affective relationships, allows them to recognise themselves as distinct from the external world, and from this they first enter into social and cultural practices (Aitken and Herman 1997) . other places, most of which escape children's conscious awareness. A child's home reflects class and culture (Aitken and Herman 1997:80) . While space may appear neutral and contained, it is actually shaped by interrelations that extend beyond any immediate interaction between the child and what s/he perceives. Equally a (very internal) sense of hunger may evoke associations, but not full awareness of its cause(s), however 'concrete' these may be. The world with which children interact is the product of events, policies, discourses and decisions with diverse origins in time and space.
Sensory perceptions thus provide children with very incomplete descriptions of the world they encounter.
While children's 'immediate' encounters contain intrusions from further afield, children's perceptual space is rarely confined to the proximate. Holidays or migration may take them further afield. While their direct perception is constrained insofar as their ability to move through (physical and social) space is constrained, 'television and other media bring [the] 'outside' to children' (Aitken and Herman 1997:81) . Telephone, internet, photographs and video mean that friends and relatives who have travelled beyond the range of direct perception can be heard or seen in indirect ways. Equally, artefacts (products, clothes, food, toys) are brought within perceptual range from places near and far.
These may carry traces of people and places: a soft toy from home can be 'a means for letting the child experience an absent familiarity in the nursery through touch' (Schwanen 2007:18).
Perception of distant people and places relies on technologies -transport of individuals, or technologies that move information and artefacts to within the field of perception. Such technologies may be less available to children (particularly young children) than to adults (notwithstanding many children's facility with the internet). While they allow personal relationships to be maintained across space, and knowledge to be gained of distant places, they do so through the less intimate senses of sight and hearing, and requiring greater levels of interpretation than face-to-face contact. Children (very young children in particular) may therefore encounter distant places and people less intimately than adults. Nonetheless, drawing a line around their lived reality (Massey 2005) is not an option.
While there is clearly no simple linear relationship between intimacy and distance in children's relations with the world, and no clear-cut boundary between the 'scale' of direct experience and that which lies beyond, there is a qualitative difference between how children perceive and relate to the environment of their home or garden and that which they view on television. The different senses for instance, national and international policy-making arenas. These they have limited capacity intentionally to influence, although such events reflect discourses of childhood in whose construction children are (generally unwittingly) implicated.
On occasions children are transported into (or closer to) decision-making arenas. Significantly, consultation with young people is commonest at 'local' level (Hart 1997; Matthews et al 1999) . Yet policies and practices enacted locally affect children no more than those determined in national or global fora. While children may encounter the world most intensely in their immediate surroundings, the processes that shape the world they experience are no more products of local decision-making than is true for adults. Furthermore, 'it cannot be assumed that experience of politics at a local level inducts young people into involvement in politics more generally ' (O'Toole 2003:88) .
Where groups in society are 'marginalised' because key events that affect them are enacted in spaces removed from those they physically inhabit, political geographers suggest they should 'jump scales' influence, but because they take place in spaces to which children have no right or means of access.
Children may be given access to decision-making arenas where 'child policy' is at issue. As Ruddick to act incorporeally at a distance through delegation' (Schwanen 2007:19) , the outcomes are highly indeterminate, with intentions deliberately or inadvertently distorted. However, in neither case do children exercise no agency.
In sum, children interact with people and environments in diverse ways -they perceive and interpret the world around them; are affected by and act upon the world, with varying degrees of consciousness and intent. All of these interactions take place both 'locally' and over varying distances.
Relationships with people and places in close proximity are arguably qualitatively different from those enacted at a distance for both adults and children. However, children in particular may have a special relationship with the people and places immediately around them, because they lack such ready access to the technologies, interpretive repertoires or social status that would allow equivalent relations at a distance. While children are social actors, they do not act as autonomous individuals and are inherently very limited in how far they can deliberately change their world(s).
V: Implications for children's geographies
A scale analysis of children's geographies should not only provoke us to 'subvert scale relations that assault the lives of young people' or to understand how scale is 'negotiated and restructured to suit and/or constrain young people' (Aitken 2001a:24) . We also need to recognise how the scaling of children's geographies constrains research with children and how this scaling can be subverted, to support research that is not just more policy relevant but able to contribute positively to transforming the world(s) children experience. This may suggest new directions in both thematic focus and methodological approach.
If children's relationships with the people and places in close proximity are especially intense, and their capacity to effect deliberate change is highly constrained, far from encouraging research focused only at the micro-level, it becomes much more important to research beyond this. While there is no reason to abandon explorations of children's direct experiences of the world, research is needed that recognises that experiences involve multi-sensory engagement, and that sensory experience is not readily reflected upon verbally (Bingley 2003:330) . Visual methods may be tempting (visual perception being more readily articulated), but these, too, only tap into limited aspects of spatial experience.
Research might also fruitfully explore children's use of technologies to engage with more distant people and places, through travel or communication, and also how they interpret what they perceive -the discourses and emotions that shape and give meaning to their perceptions, and the sources of these.
If research into children's geographies is to be relevant to the transformation of children's lives, however, it is crucial to consider not only children's encounters with the world, but also the processes, decisions and events that shape the world they perceive, interpret and act upon. This need not imply a structuralist approach. Indeed, a flat ontological approach requires more than recourse to and different material resources. Things also pass across the boundaries and play no less a part. These include texts, such as the curriculum guidelines, teaching materials, letters laying down funding policy and so on; and machines (such as computers) that work in this way rather than that, or facilitate that rather than this possibility for learning and so on' (Prout 2005:82) In tracing such flows or connections, it is necessary to look outside the porous boundaries of the locales of childhood: to do otherwise is just as limiting as the historical reluctance to look inside what were once regarded as 'black boxes'. We should follow the 'capillaries' away from children themselves (in both time and space), to empirically investigate flows that are not directly visible to children (though some might be explored by them), into spaces from which children are physically absent. Policies are made and events take place beyond children's perceptions, that they cannot comment on, yet profoundly shape their lives. The political spaces from which children are physically absent are as important as those in which they are present.
Rather than think in global/local -structure/agency terms, Kirby (2002) suggests an alternative metaphor, derived from computing, of front regions and back regions. The front region is visible, and ordinary users engage with it relatively directly; the back region is the not-made-visible and is harder for a non-expert to access. This strongly echoes Goffman's (1959) notion of 'front stage' and 'back stage', and could be helpful in directing attention both to that which children can comment on and that which needs to be explored through other means.
It is necessary then, for research to take leave of physical, embodied children -to recognise that children can only tell us so much, that what they tell and, especially, what they tell of what they see,
gives access to only a very small part of their lives. While, as researchers, our understanding cannot be complete, limiting ourselves to children-centred research restricts our perspective to a subset of children's viewpoints on their own lives. Besides researching with children, we need to research with those who are actively involved in constructing the policies and discourses that affect children, while recognising that these individuals, too, have limited knowledge and limited perceptual fields. We need to explore how childhood is (or is not) incorporated into the many happenings that impact on children's lives.
It is also important to recognise where scope lies for transforming children's worlds. Children, particularly young children, have only limited capacities to act purposefully beyond their immediate encounters with people and places. These capacities are more constrained than those of most adults.
Research embedded within the NSSC that has sought to transform children's lives has generally advocated a participatory approach. Participatory methods are, however, commonly criticised for ignoring policies and practices that cannot be addressed at a local level, thereby denying the wider politics of the situation they seek to redress (Mohan 1999). While Hart (1992) argues, that participation in projects enables children to develop skills of critical reflection and comparison of perspectives needed for full political engagement, this is premised on the idea that children grow into liberal subjecthood. Furthermore, there is too often a 'tendency to confine children's activism to certain acceptable places (parks and playground design); to discount the 'political child' who speaks out against war, injustice or environmental degradation as naïve, or idealistic' (Ruddick 2007:516) . Any
